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THE LANGUAGE OF RAP: COMMUNICATION PROFESSOR CHARTS
CULTURAL INFLUENCES, CONTRffiUTIONS OF RAP MUSIC
DAYTON, Ohio-- His interest in rap music began when Eric Watts was a teen-ager
in Cincinnati. He heard an exciting new sound on the radio, something powerful that seemed
to speak directly to him.
"It was different. And it told a story in terms you would use to tell a story," Watts
says.
Now an assistant professor of communication at the University of Dayton, Watts has
made the rhetoric of rap music a major field of study. What Watts finds today in rap music
is a sophisticated and unflinching critique of American society, a language of social protest,
and a viable means of empowerment for a segment of society that previously lacked an
effective voice. He has listened to hundreds of rap songs, transcribed and analyzed the lyrics,
and studied them to get at the message behind the rhyme and the rhythm.

•

"It's a forum that has given a voice to people -- to a great deal of people -- who felt
that the traditional ways to speak out in society were not effective," he says.
His academic interest was touched off by a work called "Self-Destruction," a
compilation of rap artists headed by KRS-One. The song laments black-on-black crime and
suggests ways to stop it "It's a critique not just on 'gangstas' (street lingo for gangsters), but
~

of the system, and about how history and historical forces have conspired to get rid of black
men."
Watts wanted to know if those complex social messages in a popular art form were
consistently present, and how they were expressed.
"Rap creates a language system that designates some people as outsiders and some
-more-
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people as insiders. If you're an insider, then you know what's being talked about, if you're
an outsider, you don't, and that's the way they want to keep it."
But within the realm of the insiders are many tensions stemming from a historic
context of the black culture. Most of them are good, Watts says: they create dialogue, keep
the art form alive. Watts' study centers on "the tensions within rap music and how they play
themselves out on vinyl, how they've changed over time and how as a form of pop culture,
rap intersects with broad society."
In the past year, rap has been clashing with the majority culture. Take Bill Clinton's
attack on Sister Souljah, and the public furor that greeted Ice T' s "Copkiller" album.
Watts found the theme for his study on rap in W.E.B. DuBois' concept of doubleconsciousness. "I began to think in terms of the historical tension within the black
community: how do you become empowered as a self, as a self-determining body in a society
that historically has been oppressed?"
In DuBois' view, a minority in a society dominated by different kinds of imagery
begins to associate with both, to acculturate to broad American values that in general
condemn or belittle the minority culture. Self-doubt and self-hatted can be the result "Many
rap artists will rebel against that kind of thing, saying 'I shouldn't have to bow down to your
values, or adhere to what you want me to do in terms of culture, in terms of the way I live
my life to be accepted in society."'
Why is profanity woven into so many rap songs? Because it's the language of the
'"hood," Watt says, and watering it down, sanitizing it would be almost dishonest to an
"urban ethos." "The use of profanity is a normal way of verbalizing things because of the
urban conditions of the form (rap music)-- how it gives survival hints, for example. Broad
society,,..._.c..~ays it seems abnormal and obscene. Most of the profanity is quite typical of an
urban setting."
Mter all, rap has its roots in the "hip-hop" culture of urban centers, particularly in
New York. In the years after World War II, rapping gave young black men their status with
women, and with other men. "It was a form of self-expression on the street long before it
was ever on vinyl," Watts says.
-more-
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Rap's not a fad, Watts says. It's here to stay. And yet the force that brought it to the
forefront -- commercialism -- may very well destroy rap as an art form. ,He's seeing that in
the proliferation of rap artists who exploit images of women and violence-- 2 Live Crew the
most prominent example -- for profit.
"When rappers begin to see it as a way of making money and not as a form of selfexpression and educating, you '11 see other rappers get away from talking about issues and
self-empowerment and start selling malt liquor to their communities," Watts says.
That's one of the major tensions within the rap community now; some artists see
blatantly commercial groups as "doing the work of your oppressor."
"There are some tremendous tensions, " Watts says, "and I don't want to see the form
collapse because of it. I don't want to see it become so commonplace, either, that it's no
longer powerful. Rock n' roll started out rebellious and meaningful, then no longer had
anything significant to say."

- 30For interviews, contact Eric Watts at (513) 229-2578 or (513) 275-9633.

